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pleabure of 2 bypone age and an old religion. |
sesms 1o me imperative that we reconsider this
popular form of Christizn art, while i sifll B
popilar and relevant, and ask how far # i 2 come
fortable decoration, like the Christmas Tree, or2
powerful sign of the Church’s proclamation and
contemplation of Christ:

That the absolute Being of God should have
decided to present itself in a human life, and
should be able to carry out his will shonld be
2 perpetual source of wonder to anyone con

1. H. Urs von Balthasar, Praver (Paulist Press, 1961},
p.128.

2.7 The gospel nativity stories are found inTuke 2:1-20
and Matthew 1:251f

3. The association of the ass and idoltry I8 also
found in what is thought {o be the earliest represen-
tation of a crucifix where the head of Christ has
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third century and of conflict between the pren
heresies of Avius and Apoitinarius and orthodony
in the fourth century. Contemporary docirine s
seflected in the art of the period: Chrjst isat the
cenire of attention, fanked by ox and ass which
are ‘the foster-parsats of humanity, the ox in
stead for ferael yoked fo the burden of Law, the
ass for the gentile and pagan nations loaded with
the sing of idolatry,” for i i he who brings
freedom and release from both these oppressions ;‘%
Mary is frequently. absent, and Joseph does not
appear until the 13th century; but the shepherds,
important witnesses to the event, are there, as is
often an Old Testament prophet bearing a scroll
contaming the foretale of Israel’s hopes and
Yahweh’s promise of a Messiah.® The message of
this earliest nativity art tells of a human child’s
birth before witnesses, foretold by prophets, who
ig. the God Redeemer of all mankind. The
Church’s profession of faith of the time is con-
cerned with Jesus, true God, trus man, {there is
no mention of Mary);

heen. replaced Wwith that of an ass, presumably
etched by an opponent of the Christian notion of
the  crueified - God-man, which would have been
considered idolatrous,

4. 8o Grégory of Nazianzus, MPG 45: 1138:

5. - An'exapmple is preserved in the Lateran Museum.
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Closely bound up with the debate sbowt
Christ was congideration of Mlary's special position
in the work of redemption. The adoption of the
Marian title Theotokor (Mother of Gog’) ot the
Council of Ephesus in 431 AD ensured an
established place for Mary 1o netwity paintings
from the fifth century onwards, Indeed the
desree 1o which mmis reflected current theo-
1ogical concerns and ’xfl%g iv attendan: devotion in
cult 15 well Mustrated by the appeamnce of
cupols and curiaing %@m the new basihicss i
Bethlehem and Bome B palntings and dcoms of
the Chilstmas scene,
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tiled shelter, the bumgim |
the f miﬁaz cave setting 7
Iate, this development has bs roots in the carliest

cé %, o1 ol the Uhurch, pre-dating the appedrance
ﬂf aativity art iteelf In the second century Jusiin
Martyr points v the pamﬂe;zsm of the cave of
Jesus’ hzzﬁ& and the cave of his burial® The
themes of abasement and the Light shining in
darkress are present in contemporary writings:
for frenaeus in the thid century, the cave 15 a
symbol of the cave of Hades or Hell In the
apociyphal Bthiopean dook of Adam and Fve, it
is in 4 cave on the Mountain of Paradize that Eve
bears her first son. Could this be a deliberate
parallel to the Mary story? Lastly, in legend
Adam s buried in 2 cave on Golgotha, Anocther
birth-death paraliel? The new Adam?

So far we have seen how theological-devetional
controversy and interest wemnt hand in hand with
the elements used in the painting and lconography
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6. Profession ‘of Faith of the Council of Nicea, 325
D, ofl K. Rahner 3.1, The Teoching of the
Catholic Church (Mercier Press, 19673, p.424.

7. The title Theorokos was given fo- Mary aftera
fierce  controversy, not entirely  theologicall,
between Nestorius and Cyril of ‘Alexandria. The
Council of Ephesus 431 ADJ) finally adopted
Cyril's position as the Church’s orthodox teachs
ing. Cf. Rahner, op.cit., p. 147,

8. . Ginter Ristow "The Nativity’ (Pictorial Library
of Bastern Chwreh Art, Vol 123, p.2 2.

9. For example, of. Mark 1546,

10 The first written record extant of the Iafe feast of
Christmas in the Chureh &8 the ‘Chrogograph’ of
354 A.D. It seems that the Donatists celebrated the
feast, in which case they would have possessed it

of theday Iu The rise of the Christolopiesl problem
fed to 2 lturpical awareness that @f{;fmwd the
new feast of ""‘msima and Hg 'oyele of Advent
and Christmastide,*® and its complementary art.
With the makings and principles of the new a1t
torny established, it is 1o the Middle Ages thatwe

must go for the next bmportant development in
the Chureh's celebration of Chyistaias,
it s well known that one of ‘the earlest

{13

examples of Christian drama is the scene at th
tomb on Easter day when the angel asks th
three Marys, "Whom do vou seek?; an extan
musical sefting has been dated m 980 AD

less well known is the evidence

Perhaps slightly L,
of 4 gmﬂar mativity drama performed at the
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Christmas midnight mass.'® Upon the altar
wou EE be placed 2 palnting or the figures « i’“é
Child 2nd his Mother, covered with a veil:

candle served for the s%: . Un either side g?m é
two gicups of dedcons representing the midwives
{evidently deemed nece g%ar}; for so tmportant 2
birthy and z% Sz‘*@@ serds: 7 es would
ask, Whom seek ve in the maﬁ&@ & which the
shephergs iﬁw}é ed, We seck Christ our Lord,
child wrapped in swaddling clothes secording é
the angelsword’. Then in dramatic gesture, ab
veil would be ‘drawn away revealing the infant
Jesus, greeted with the singing of triple alleluias. ' ?
‘This little plece of Hturgical drama was Known a8
the Praesepe after the latin word for stall or
manger i the trope which formed the basis of
the dislogue: Juem guacerivis in Pracsepe pasiores
dicite? At the beginning of a tumultuous period
in his spiritual life, Francis of ‘Assisi was prepar
ing the town of Greccio’s Prgesepe for the
Christmas celebrations of 1223, when he con
structed what is now generally regarded to be the
first ‘erib’. The small figures used in the drama-
ritual at midnight Masswere left as.a reminder to
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before their schism in 312. cf. josef Jungmann
S, The Early Litwrgy (DL.T. 1960), pp A474E

11 Nesm de “Robeck, “The Christmay Crib {1837y,
pp.34£f. — g fascinating book, well wortha bed-
time browse.

12, The dramatic unveiling continues in Ttaly, accord-
ing to de Robeck (remember her book is dated
1937y, during the singing of the Glorid st Midaight
Mass; I am informed that the practice is still a
custom in Hong Kong. An interesting modermn
parallel of the Christmas liturgical-drama,. with
possibilities for use in our churches, is the carol by
Frances Chesterton, ‘How far is it to Bethlchem?
set to - a traditional’ English melody arranged by
Vaughan Willlams; ¢f. Oxford Book "of Carols
{1964 vevd, y No:-142.
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Sﬁmv creat (nders would follow his success the
@Gmmmms with %E’w Hosary and the Jorutie with
Husharsiic devolions,

This brief and nec “sgny incompiete history

of the origins of our Uhristimas orlh points up
two fundemental qualitien of Cheistian art, sailly
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on gnd dnounity with the belief of
the universal Thurch, Christologicel definition
znd scoumey combined with the lmmedioy and
simplicity of Francican devoiion. The gusstion

rHistic exoiessi

au

that now presents iself s, How do we achieve
this living art-form of the exib today?

One often hears the plea that Christ or the
“rue meaning’ be restored io the incressingly
secular Chrisimas festivitier. This, together with
the fact that many people only go to church ot
Christrnas, suggests an Enportant function for the
crib as somsthing which may draw people’s
attention to God and 1n particular to the mystery
of redemption in Christ. The seitingup of asign
such as the crib, effectively divecting man’s atten:
tion, is a part of what it means to be Church:

The Church’s fundamental function in every

age and particalaily in ours is {o direct mans
gaze, to point the awareness and experience of
the whole of humanity towards the mystery
of God, to help all men to be familiar with the
profundity of the Redemption taking place in
Christ Jesus!?
15, Maurice Keen, The Pelican Historv: of Medieval
Europe (Pelican, 1969}, p.156.
14, Pope John Paul 11, Encyclical 1979 Redempror
Hominis, 10,

15, ef. Vatican 16 Lumen Gentium n.1L and Aposto-
licam Actuositatern a1k,
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Christian action might all beuged ine
with the lturzical vites snd ciib ﬂgme@. Within
the crib dtself perhizps the familv could be cleady
grouped, with the other Hgures more distant, or
by graded Hehting or some other device

The second theological “theme’ 18 drawn from
the Spiritual Brercises of 8t lgnatiue Lovols
where he creates the most breathtaking vision of
the mystery of redemption, and is not content 10
bask in ‘mysticism’ but rather 1o look, conterm
plate and then serve.!” The vision starts from the,
viewpoint of God locking ‘down upon the whole
expanse of circuit ‘of all the earth, filled with
human beings’. Then 1o see these people in all
their varied conditions ‘in such great diversity in
dressand in manner of acting Some are white,
some black; some at peace, and some at war;
some weeping, some laughing: sorne well, some
16, cof. Brirsctory on Children’s Magses (19733, 0.9,

17. “Lowis I. Puhl 8.1, The Spiritual Exercises of 5t
Igngting: the quoted passages are taken from ncs
101-116 of Publs translation.
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